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ON THE NEWS
 
On the news they say to us women:
beware
 
the sound of  a crying baby
left outside
in the night.
His wails will climb through the tiny holes
in your window screen,
but don’t be tricked.
It’s a grown man
imitating a baby’s cry.
 
A male siren,
the announcer says.
No one
is in trouble
but you.
 
I can’t help but think this is some kind of  metaphor —
 
the animal draw of  a child,
the terror
that awaits
if  you follow it,
someone else telling us what to do. 
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TO MY NIECE BORN (ON CHRISTMAS) TO AN ACCIDENTAL MOTHER
 
 
You were a thermos of  red tea and I held you in my arms.
You mother had abandoned her addiction
for nine whole months,
for the sake of  your health,
or because pregnancy is like a long plane ride —
all those people watching and all those rules.
I felt a tiny drum beating inside you, and your mother
was like a wilted tulip on the bed.
She fed you using only her body,
while someone in a blue uniform
brought a piece of  dead chicken for her.
Months later I see your mother
 
high on a swingset
under midnight rainfall.
The men she’s always with now (not your father)
wear too-big
jackets and don’t talk much
and who knows what’s in their pockets.
Soon you’ll be embarrassed your mother is a whore,
 
screwing the landlord for rent,
unable to help you
with long division.
 
But tonight and every night,
your father’s in some sad bar at a pool table
with the other fathers of  baby girls
they’ve never met.
People know him there.
He never gave up his addiction.
 
With the men he laughs,
clinks glasses. The women he’s with now
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are just like your mother,
as I am and you are
if  we’re not careful.
Your mother won’t buy you an Easy Bake Oven,
 
and she’ll swear at you when she’s broke,
forget to pick you up from school sometimes,
and for a few years when it’s really bad
you’ll live with your grandma
(maybe a lot of  years).
But for a while, your mother will feed you,
give you a home, tell you she loves you,
draw you a birthday card.
 
Your father will do nothing.
 
He knows your name
but will never say it.
 
And for this,
you’ll always love him better anyway.
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MY RELATIONSHIP WITH BEAUTY WILL ALWAYS BE CONFLICTED
 
 
All my favorite stories begin with a pretty woman in a photograph
Somewhere a baby girl has just seen her daddy for the last time
She won’t remember him, but she’ll find a picture (he is gorgeous too)
I try to convince myself  physical beauty is subjective, it is culturally constructed, 
        I am a feminist
But these truths seem only partial
When I look at the models in magazines I wonder who broke their hearts
And I like to watch the ugly man’s pretty wife, in an unguarded moment,  
       looking to her side, sad
Why do we think sad women are beautiful?
And crazy women and silent women and French women smoking
The girl I’m sleeping with is pretty but she says French women are unfairly beautiful
I want to look like you, I want to look better than you, I want to have sex with  you
                   
I don’t want to have sex with you because you look better than me
I don’t want to have sex with you because you look worse than me; try harder
It is undeniable some people are more beautiful than others, violently so
The pretty woman in the photograph rips apart the unhappy marriage
And she is ripped apart in turn, she is fragile, just a photograph
Basically paper, easiest thing in the world to rip
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The sorority girl leaps off the elliptical machine and in the bathroom stall later  
          vomits
Her sisters circled the too-fat parts of  her body in black marker and told her to  
                     lose that or lose
her sisters (or just slice it off)
 
And have you ever seen a pair of  tweezers or a razor blade, have you seen  
         those flame shades of
lipstick, or a surgeon’s knife cutting under the eyeball of  a rich grandmother?
 
My stepmother, once a pretty woman in a photograph, used tattoo needles to  
                    sew  lipstick and
eyebrows to her face, permanently
 
In one story the stepmother tries to kill the stepdaughter because the 
                     stepdaughter is prettier
How red the apple to remind us of  blood
Have you ever tried to look nice and everyone thinks you’re asking for it?
The woman doesn’t even have to come for a baby to be born
Have you ever loved someone who happened to be too beautiful for you?
Or maybe you’re unable to love the person you should, because they’re not    
          pretty enough
I once wanted to be smart but now I prefer beautiful
Is it possible to be beautiful and not stuck in a photograph?
Maybe stuck in a photograph is easier
I could follow the advice my mother gave me:
If  you’re pretty enough, you’ll never have to be an adult,
And your husband will take care of  you forever
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Until some young bitch pushes you out of  the photograph
And you have to kill her with an apple
Which solves nothing anyway
And, besides, is ugly.
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EVERYONE THINKS YOU’RE SWEET
 
 
Two women identical to your mother stand in the doorway of  your room.
A strange man — maybe God, maybe
 
Satan, says
one is your real mother,
the other an imposter.
 
Both women smile at you
with teeth,
not how your shy mother
usually smiles —
 
mouth closed and eyes
blank as a chalkboard.
Make your best guess —
 
one will own you,
the other will die.
 
If  you choose wrong
the evil mother will knife
out small pieces
of  your heart and brain
each day and slowly,
through her smiling mouth,
 
she’ll take all of  you into
herself. Of  course
you point to the way of  darkness
 
and your real mother fades
from this world,
quiet as a scream,
reaching for you
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till she’s dust.
 
While your new mother sleeps,
you open her red throat
with your bare hands,
 
peel a string of  her
vocal chords,
staple her voice to your own.
 
Everyone thinks you’re sweet
but you’re not.
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SMILE
 
 
A smile
is a sign of  happiness
made of  small,
sharp bones
meant to rip
the flesh of  a dumber animal
to pieces
until it’s dead.
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BLOOD COMES LIKE RAIN AFTER A DROUGHT:
POEM IN RESPONSE TO YOUR SHITTY POEM
 
 
The one about how you don’t like wearing condoms
because you want to feel something real
even if  it’s only fleeting, and I’m so tight
 
you just couldn’t stop hitting it when I asked you to
all those times. You tore the page
out of  your journal.
 
What’s real is the fifty-dollar
morning-after pills you can’t afford
and neither can I, but guess whose
credit card they end up on? The ghost
of  a baby claims my body as its house,
 
my body is haunted by something no one can see.
Blood comes like rain after a drought
 
and I use it to paint my face an intimidating red
– don’t you even think about being born –
 
I imagine my uterus as an inflated heart. Just as red,
just as much blood and a strong muscle
that works automatically,
 
controlling my body. I am haunted by an infant
 
or not even, just a spoonful of  semen, a tiny cloud
attached to a thought.
 
At night when I’m alone
and it’s dark and nearly silent
except for the sounds of  the old house
cracking its arthritic bones,
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the part of  me that is still a child wonders
if  the house is haunted
It’s like that inside my body all the time
My lungs are black like hooded Death
looming over the infant in my inflated heart,
ready to strike her down
 
but I can’t kill that ghost
always watching me,
only she has no eyes, never did
 
Plus she’s inside a tiny cave with no lights
 
Which is also how I imagine my brain
(where I live). I can’t stay in this world.
So we’re the same, she and I.
 
I’ll never tell you
the name I gave her.
 
I don’t give a fuck how tight I am or how popular you are
 
no, you can’t not wear a condom,
no, you can’t kiss me, no, you can’t fuck me, no, you can’t
borrow that book
Autobiography of  Red.
 
 
I’d like to send you a box made of  skin
that screams when you cut it open,
and then this baby ghost
will climb inside your body, your rooms,
give you what you deserve
and I don’t.
